ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Spring Meeting

Thursday 22nd April 2004, at Larkhill

A Presentation by 8 (Alma) Battery 

HISTORY OF 8 (ALMA) BATTERY ROYAL ARTILLERY

The Spring Meeting of the Society was held in the Newcome Hall, Larkhill on Thursday 22nd April at 11 am.  Brigadier Timbers was in the Chair and 25 members, 3 guests and 6 members of the Regiment attended the Meeting.

The Meeting started with a short presentation by Mr Keith Brigstock, a Society Member, about the Searchlight Project.  Keith is a member of Ack Ack Command Living History Group who, as a result of watching the television programme Scrapyard Challenge in October 2002, had acquired the remains of a searchlight Projector 150cm Mk 1 and was restoring it.  Keith had set up the searchlight outside the Newcome Hall, where he described the history of the restoration project and the support the Royal Artillery had given to the project.  He explained that the group had found another searchlight, a Mk 8, in Scotland with a barrel in better condition and complete with the reflector and had acquired it for £1,000.  The new barrel and parts had arrived in February and the group had been working on it tirelessly since then in an effort to get it to the state it is in for the presentation.  They hoped in time to fully restore it as a working searchlight.

ILLUSTRATION 1 – Searchlight Project

The Society then moved to the main theatre of the Newcome Hall where, after administrative notices from the Secretary, the Chairman opened the Meeting with a few words about the Museum; he explained that the new Gallery in Building 41, the Guns of the Cold War, had been opened on 31 March by Dame Vera Lynn, that the Building also contained a display of trophy guns, a paintball range and a rolling rock, and that Building 40, the Old RMA was being steadily refurbished as a venue for corporate hire.  There was, however, still an income gap and the future of the Museum was far from secure and a decision about its future still needed to be taken.  This would depend upon what effect the improvements would make and it would be necessary to wait till late summer to see whether visitor numbers improved.  The decision about the future of the Museum would therefore be put off to the middle of the year.  The Chairman did emphasise that if the Museum did close, the Collection would remain the Regiment’s responsibility and its future would need to be determined.

The Chairman then welcomed Major Hugh Baker, Second-in-Command of 29 Commando Regiment who was going to give a presentation on the history of 8 (Alma) Battery in this the 150th Anniversary year of the Battle of the Alma in 1854 that gave the Battery its honour title.

Major Baker
Although I am now Second-in-Command of 29 Commando Regiment I was the Battery Commander of 8 Battery until the end of 2003.  I am very conscious of the enormous task I have undertaken to compress thirty volumes of battery history covering over 250 years into one hour, especially as I am going to include an account of the Battery’s most recent operations in Op Telic, the 2003 Gulf War.

Formation and Early Years

8 Battery was raised on 1st March 1755 as Captain Roger Maitland’s Company, Royal Artillery.  It mustered at Woolwich and three weeks later boarded the East Indiaman Edgecott as one of four batteries bound for service in India as part of the British actions to counter French power in that country.  The Battery arrived in India at the beginning of December and in February 1756 was present at the capture of Gheria Fort.  This was the first operation in which the Battery took part.  The battery spent the next eight years in India and was involved in a number of actions including the surrender of Surat and the siege of Pondicherry.  The Battery returned to England in 1765.

The Battery was next sent on active service in 1776 to support British military operations in the American War of Independence.  They were present at the capture of Charlestown and the defeat of the Revolutionaries on Rhode Island.  The Battery returned home in 1783 and after a short spell in Gibraltar was sent to the Caribbean where they took part in the capture of many of the islands in the British West Indies: Tobago, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Trinidad and Surinam.  Detachments were also sent to suppress riots incited by the French in St Lucia, Grenada and St Vincent.  The Battery spent a total of eight years in the Caribbean.

In 1809 the Battery took part in the Walcheren Expedition to the Low Countries to deny ports to the Dutch fleet and to draw French troops away from Napoleon’s campaign against Austria.  In 1813 the Battery joined the Duke of Wellington’s Army in the Peninsula and fought under his command at the siege of Tarragona.

At the end of the Napoleonic Wars the Battery returned to a prolonged period of peacetime garrison life.  In 1825 batteries ceased to be know by the names of their commanders and were given numbers, the Battery becoming No 1 Company, 3rd Battalion Royal Artillery.

The Crimean War

In 1852 the Battery moved from Scotland to Woolwich.  Early in 1854 the Company was detailed to man E Field Battery for active operations against Russia, which meant that it received artificers, drivers and horses and that guns, wagons, harness and other equipment were issued from store.  There was little opportunity for training as the Battery embarked at Woolwich in early April 1854 in the transports Joseph Sheppard, Morayshire and Arnotdale, and landed at Scutari on the Bosphorus in the middle of May.  On 3rd June the Battery re-embarked for Varna where it remained until the end of August when it embarked once more and landed in the Crimea.  Together with C Troop RHA it was part of the artillery of the Light Division.

On 19th September the Allied armies began their advance from Eupatoria to Sevastopol with the French Army on the right on the coast and the British Army on the left.  By 1 pm on the 20th the Armies were approaching the River Alma where they found the Russians holding the high ground to the south of the River.  After a brief conference the Allied commanders agreed a plan by which the French should turn the Russian left flank while the British attacked them frontally.

While the French were crossing the Alma on the right, the British Army came under enemy fire and the 2nd and Light Divisions deployed, C Troop RHA and E, G and B Field Batteries coming smartly into action.  E Field Battery claim to have fired the first British round of the battle, but the range being too great for the 9-pounders, the artillery soon ceased firing though they themselves were still under fire of the Russian heavy guns in the Great Redoubt on Kourgane Hill.

At about 3 pm, in response to a message from the French asking for cooperation, Lord Raglan gave the order to advance, the 2nd Division on the right being directed on Telegraph Hill and the Light Division on the Kourgane.  The 2nd Division was at first supported by the fire of its own field batteries – B and G –as well as E Battery.  The British guns were exposed to heavy fire from a superior weight of Russian artillery and E Battery lost a subaltern, Lt Cockerell, killed by a round shot.  2nd Division made good its foothold across the River, but was held up there by enemy artillery fire from Telegraph Hill.

Meanwhile the Light Division had crossed the Alma further to the left and formed up on the far bank at the foot of the Kourgane Hill in preparation for an attack on the Great Redoubt.  C Troop RHA moved round to a new position on the left and endeavoured to silence the Russian guns in the Redoubt, but, finding its fire masked by the advancing infantry, the Troop withdrew to replenish its ammunition wagons.  E Battery, in action near Bourliouk Village had by now switched its fire to support the Light Division with excellent effect, one round striking a Russian infantry column killing eight men in its path.  The moral effect of the rounds was considerable.  Suffering heavy casualties, the infantry of the Light Division stormed the Great Redoubt where a 16-pounder gun was found abandoned.  The 23rd Regiment were on the point of capturing another enemy piece, a 32-pound howitzer, just as it was being withdrawn when its team bolted and carried it downhill into the lines of E Battery.  The howitzer was later restored to its captors and was in due course housed at the Regimental Depot of the Royal Welch Fusiliers.  A prompt Russian counter-attack drove the Light Division back from the Great Redoubt and the 1st Division, being late in its advance to support the Light Division, got caught up in the withdrawal.

At this critical moment help came from a totally unexpected quarter.  Lord Raglan and his staff had pushed forward to see the course of the battle and by sheer chance had penetrated well inside the Russian Lines beyond Bourliouk village where they suddenly found themselves on the flank of the two main Russian artillery positions – Telegraph Hill and Kourgane Hill.  A section of G Battery under Captain Turner was brought up, soon followed by the rest of the Battery; a few well-aimed rounds into the flank of the Russian guns on Telegraph Hill forced them to withdraw, allowing the 2nd Division and the French to move forward.  G Battery then turned its fire on the Russian infantry reserve massed on the hillside and drove them back, and then turned its fire on Kourgane Hill.  Though the range was long, the moral effect of this enfilade artillery fire was so great that a renewed frontal attack on the Great Redoubt was entirely successful.

E Battery then moved forward to Telegraph Hill in support of 2nd Division and the French, upon which the Russians withdrew and by 4.30 pm the battle was over.  E Battery had fired 285 rounds during the day, more than any other British battery, and had lost one officer and two men killed and four men wounded.

Of the Battle of the River Alma Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Woods later recorded:

“I witnessed a most inspiring sight; the Battery was encamped near Lord Raglan’s Headquarters and, after we had fallen in, they passed our camp at top speed, the teams stretched down and every driver riding his horse.  I was so impressed by the set, determined look on the faces of the men that I have never forgotten it.  In silence we watched the Battery pass until it seemed they came into action in the midst of the Russians and in a few minutes the enemy fell back.”

It was at the Alma that the Battery is said to have acquired its nickname ‘The Black Battery’ from the powder stains covering the faces and chests of the men at the end of the Battle.

The Battery went on to fight at Balaclava and the Inkerman and at the siege of Sevastopol where they placed their guns in store and fought as infantry while the horses were used for transport.

Imperial Garrison

In 1859 the Battery was redesignated No 1 Battery, 4 Brigade RA and the Battery was the first to receive the new Armstrong Gun, a rifled breech-loading 12 pounder, the first of a new generation of guns.

In 1860 the Battery embarked for China taking its new guns and all equipment.  After a three- month journey via Egypt and Hong Kong, they disembarked at Peh-tang where they joined the rest of the expeditionary force in the cross-country advance to the Pei-ho River.  After numerous actions the Battery took in the March on Peking and sent a troop as part of the force detailed to destroy the Summer Palace.  They took an inlaid bronze gun and carriage as a trophy which is now held by the Royal Artillery Historical Trust.

On their return to England the Battery enjoyed an uneventful period of garrison duty including three years in Dublin.  In 1875 the Battery went to India, returning to England in 1887 for another period of garrison duty punctuated only by annual firing camps.  In 1889 the Battery was designted 12 Field Battery, a number it was to retain for the next sixty years.  In June 1897 the Battery marched to Hyde Park where, together with 18, 38, 56, 62, 66 and 75 Field Batteries, they fired the Royal Salute to celebrate the Diamond Jubilee of Her Majesty Queen Victoria.  As the senior Battery they were Right of the Line.

In 1898 the Battery returned to India, being stationed at Jullundur in the Punjab.  On 20th June 1900 the Battery received orders by urgent wire to mobilize for service with the China Expeditionary Force for what was to be known as the Boxer Rebellion.  The Battery was part of a large multi-nation allied force including Russians, Americans, French, Germans, Austrians, Italians and Japanese.  The campaign was relatively short, lasting about a month, and culminated once again with the March on and Relief of Peking.  Here the guns were used to blow open the gates of the City, to clear barricades in the streets and to shell the fleeing rebel forces, at which they were very successful.  On 28th August 1900 the Allies made their ‘Triumphal Entry into the Forbidden City’.  Representatives of every regiment of the Allied Powers, including twenty men from the Battery took part in the March into the City and as the head of the column passed through the gates, a four guns of the Battery fired a salute.  The Battery spent the next twelve months in China, quartered in the Temple of Heaven, before returning to India at the end of 1901.

The Battery was now part of XXXV Brigade Division Royal Field Artillery, together with 25 and 58 Batteries.  The years before the start of the Great War were quiet and gave the Battery plenty of time to practice their gunnery and prepare for inspections.  They excelled on both range and the drill square, achieving First Class classifications for Fire Discipline and Fire Effect, and very warm words of praise in the General Officer Commanding’s Annual Inspection reports.  It was at this time that the Battery began to celebrate the Battle of the Alma each year, usually with a Sports Day.  The Battery returned to England in 1913 to Woolwich.

The Great War

The Battery mobilized in August 1914 as part of XXXV Bde RFA and joined the Divisional Artillery of the newly formed 7th Division, with which it served throughout the War.  The Division landed at Ostend on 5th October 1914 and after a foray to Ghent, arrived at Ypres on 15th October where it soon became heavily involved in the First Battle of Ypres.  The Battery was involved in most of the major actions on the Western Front including the Battles of Neuve Chapelle, Festubert, Givenchy, Loos, the Somme, the Advance to the Hindenberg Line, Bullecourt and the Third Battle of Ypres.  It was not unusual for the Battery to fire over 1000 rounds a day during these battles; their heaviest engagement was during the Battle of the Somme where, during one 24-hour period, the Battery fired over 2000 rounds.  In 1916 31 (Howitzer) Battery joined XXXV Brigade.  In November 1917 the Battery moved with the 7th Division to Italy where they took part in the Battles of the Asiago Plateau and Vittorio Veneto before the Armistice was agreed on 4th November 1918.
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Members of the Battery received a number of decorations, including a DSO to the Battery Commander, Maj Buchanan-Dunlop, DCMs to Cpl Bird, Gnr Booth and Dvr Joslin who also received the Russian Medal of St George (Third Class), although it is not recorded what for.

The Inter-War Years
In March 1919 the Battery returned to England where they enjoyed a number of quiet years in Bulford, including the duties of experiment battery at the Chemical Warfare Establishment at Porton in 1923which clearly qualified them to practice with chemical shells the following year.  In 1924 the Brigade was renumbered XXV Field Brigade Royal Artillery.

In 1929 the Battery moved to Nowshera, India where, in May and June 1930 they were involved in quelling the Peshawar Riots when it would appear that a demonstration of the effects of the guns greatly assisted restoring the situation.  Over the next ten years the Battery established a routine of regular inspections, firing camps and mounted and dismounted sports days.

Second World War

The Battery was stationed at Jhansi at the outbreak of the Second World War.  Far from being rushed to the Western Front, their main activity in the first months of the War was mechanisation, sending the animals to the remount depots, receiving motor transport and carrying out battery, regimental and brigade exercises.  The Battery was also reorganised, linking with 25 Battery (now 59 Battery) as part of a wider reorganisation of the Royal Artillery.  It was not until 29th July 1940 that the Battery mobilized as part of the 4th Indian Divisional Artillery, going to Egypt in September.

4th Indian Division was one of the formations in General O’Connor’s Western Desert Force and took part in his operation in December 1940 to clear the Italians out of North Africa.  The Battery’s first engagement was to support three consecutive attacks on the Italian Camps of Nibiewa, Tummar West and Sidi Barrani.

Early in 1941 the Division moved to Eritrea to take part in General Cunningham’s operations to drive the Italians out of Abyssinia and were soon in action at Agordat chasing the retreating Italians through the hills.  In February the Battery was selected to take part in a special mission as part of a flying column to clear the enemy from the Mescalit Pass in the Abaures Mountains, supporting a mixed force of the Royal Sussex Regiment, the Punjab Regiment and a Chad battalion in a month-long operation.  The FOOs deployed by camel and communications to the OP parties was by wire over a distance of ten miles.

The Italians surrendered in June 1941 and the Division returned to Egypt and the Western Desert, where it supported attacks on the Halfaya Pass.  In December 1941 the Battery took part in the advance to Gazala, when, as part of the Regimental gun group, it came under attack from a German column of 39 tanks, guns and some 300 other vehicles.  The Regiment’s guns were ordered to engage the enemy at 4000 yards and in full view of each other an intense duel developed between the opposing guns, while the Germans attacked with their tanks.  31/58 Fd Bty was forward with 12/25 Fd Bty in depth; the enemy overran 31/58 Bty and 12/25 Bty took up the fight, both troops engaging tanks to the front and flanks over open sights at 700 yards.  In the face of this stubborn resistance the enemy withdrew leaving fourteen knocked out tanks on the battlefield.  The Battery History records that “the Regiment’s action saved the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade”.
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By January 1942 the Division had advanced as far as Benghazi where the Battery was cut off by enemy mobile columns.  The decision was made to dash south into the open desert before striking east to link up with the front line of our own troops.  The Battery had only enough fuel for twelve vehicles, so the order was given to destroy the guns and equipment.  The Battery successfully escaped and was re-equipped the following month.  At the end of May the German renewed their offensive and advanced rapidly to capture Tobruk and Mersa Matruh.  During the withdrawal to Mersa Matruh the Regiment was overrun by the Germans and suffered heavy casualties.  Both Battery and Regiment were reduced to a cadre and returned to England and it was not until March 1944 that the Regiment was reformed, at Retford, as part of the VIII Corps Artillery.

The Battery sailed for Normandy on 22 June, landing on Gold Beach and was soon in action again, supporting VIII Corps in Operation Epsom, the British attack to cross the River Orne and encircle Caen.  After heavy fighting in Normandy the Battery took part in the pursuit across France and Belgium into Holland where they were involved in the clearance of the estuary of the River Scheldt.  In October the Germans launched an attack against the 7th US Armoured Division near Asten on the River Maas.  25 Fd Regt was rushed to assist the Americans, coming into action on the morning of 28th October to stem the attack of the 9th Panzer and 15th Panzer Grenadier Divisions.  The Regiment fired continuously throughout the 28th and 29th October, firing on over a hundred different targets until the 15th Scottish Division relieved the Americans on the evening of 29th October.  The Americans acknowledged that the concentrated artillery fire of the guns was solely responsible for stopping the initial German attacks.  It was for this action that the battery, together with 25 (now 59) Battery, was awarded the Honour Title Asten in 1951.

The Battery supported the crossing of the Rhine and the pursuit across Germany, firing its last round on 29th April 1945 in support of 1 Commando Brigade’s assault river crossing of the River Elbe, before hostilities ceased at 0800 hrs on 5 May 1945.  During the campaign the Battery had covered 2100 miles and each gun had fired an average of 16,000 rounds, and received 16 awards, among them a DSO and MC to the Battery Commander, Maj Pope and a DCM to Sergeant Duke.

The Post-War Years

The Battery remained in Germany at the end of the War as part of the British Army of the Rhine.  In 1947, as part of a wider reorganisation of the Royal Artillery, the Battery was renumbered 8 Field Battery and 25 Regiment became 29 Field Regiment.

The Regiment returned to England in 1950 and in 1951 the Battery received the Honour Title Asten.  Later that year they moved to Cyprus, then to Egypt to carry out internal security duties, remaining there until 1954 when they returned to BAOR.  On 26th April 1954 the Battery was informed that they had been awarded the Honour Title Alma in place of Asten.  In 1957 the Regiment returned to Cyprus for internal security duties during the Emergency; it was a tense and busy period for the Battery with patrols frequently coming under fire from small arms and pipe-bomb ambushes.  The Regiment returned to England in 1960 to the Royal Citadel, Plymouth.

The Battery’s next move was to Aden in October 1961, where they deployed in support of the Federal Army of the Western Aden Protectorate.  The Battery, reinforced by D Bty RHA, was split in sections between three locations: Aden. Ataq and Dhala.  Despite the inconvenience of being separated the Battery acquitted itself well and earned high praise from the GOC Middle East Land Forces.

The Battery returned to Plymouth in February 1962, where, after absorbing the personnel of HQ Battery, they became 8 Commando Battery.  A week later the first party started their Commando training at Lympstone and on 15th May 1962 all those who had passed the Commando course attended the parade where 29 Commando Regiment were presented with their green berets as part of 3 Commando Brigade.  For a time the battery was an HQ and Training Battery but at the beginning of 1964 the battery re-equipped as a gun battery and in September flew to Singapore for a two-year tour of duty in the Far East in support of 42 RM Cdo.

In November 1964 the Battery was deployed to the Confrontation with Indonesia in Borneo where they spent six months living in jungle forts close to the border, firing over 5000 rounds in support of 99 Gurkha Brigade.  The Battery then covered the withdrawal of British Forces from Aden in 1967 before returning to Plymouth in 1968.  The Battery started its last tour of the Far East in March 1970, returning in May 1971 to start training immediately for the first of many tours in Northern Ireland.

The  Battery’s first tour in Northern Ireland was in support of 42 RM Cdo and 16/5 Lancers in Omagh.  This was followed by a second tour in the summer of 1972 and a third, in North Belfast, in the Spring of 1973, a particularly busy tour with numerous bombing and shooting incidents including an ambush on the BCs Party.

In 1974 the Battery moved to Malta for a three-year tour, including returning to Cyprus for six-months with the UN in Limassol and the Troodos Mountains, then returned to Plymouth in April 1977, deploying to Cyprus again for four months in the summer of 1979.

The next major campaign for 29 Cdo Regt and the Battery was the Falklands War of 1982 – Operation Corporate.  On 2nd April 1982 3 Cdo Bde was put on 72 hours notice to move after an apparently minor incident of Argentinean scrap-metal merchants landing on South Georgia developed into something altogether more sinister – an invasion of the Falkland Islands.  On 5th April 1982 the Battery embarked on HMS Fearless and RFA Sir Percivale, with the BC and FOOs joining 40 RM Cdo on SS Canberra.   After the long voyage to the South Atlantic, the Battery landed at San Carlos on 21st May, deploying the guns on the west side of San Carlos Water overlooking Ajax Bay.  The Battery fired the first artillery rounds of the War later that day in support of 40 Cdo.  As the Brigade started to break out of the beachhead, a troop of three guns was flown to positions to support 2 Para’s assault on Darwin and Goose Green on 28th May.  The three guns fired 1000 rounds – the amount of ammunition being constrained by the amount of helicopter lift – and, while supporting 2 Para’s grim battle to clear the Argentinean positions, beat off an attack on the gun position by Argentinean Pucara ground attack aircraft with small arms.  The Battery went on to support the assaults by the Brigade on 11th June on Mount Longdon, the Two Sisters and Mount Harriet, and on 13th June supported 2 Para again, in their attack on Wireless Ridge.  Next day the Battery broke up a counter-attack before the Argentinean surrender was announced in the afternoon.  The Task Force Artillery Commander summed up the Gunner’s experience: “The Gunners in their turn endured conditions as miserable as they are likely to see in many a long day, but were always able to respond with quick, accurate and effective fire.”
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The Battery’s next major operational deployment with the Brigade was to South East Turkey and Northern Iraq in 1991, as part of the operation to establish a safe haven for the Kurds from persecution by the Iraqis, following their support to the coalition forces against the Iraq regime during the Gulf War of 1990-91, and to avert a humanitarian disaster - Operation Haven.  The Brigade deployed to a firm base in Turkey on 3rd May and into Iraq on 14th May 1991.  This forced the Iraqi forces to withdraw, allowing the delivery of humanitarian relief.  The Force withdrew on 14th July.

The next operational deployment for the Battery was a six month tour in Bosnia - Op Grapple – Dec 95 to May 96.  This was followed by another deployment in May 2000 when they were diverted from an Amphibious Ready Group exercise in the Mediterranean to a limited intervention operation in Sierra Leone - Op Palliser – in response to an urgent request for assistance to help the Sierra Leone Government contain an insurgency that threatened to totally destabilise the country.  Following a significant contact between 5 AB Bde Pathfinder Platoon and the RUF rebels, the Battery was deployed from HMS Ocean to the Aberdeen Peninsula, then to Petifu Junction in support of first 1 Para, then 42 RM Cdo.  On the night of 3rd June the Battery fired illuminating missions to deter rebel movement and to demonstrate the capability and reach of the guns, which had a significant effect on the rebel’s morale and is believed to have had a significant effect on the rebels’ resolve and their decision to surrender.

Following the terrorist attacks on the United States on 11 September 2001, the BC’s Tac Group (BC and FOO parties) went direct from Ex Saif Sareea in the Oman to Afghanistan to support UK Special Forces assisting the US in suppressing the Afghan Taliban – Op Oracle.  The Tac Group landed with B Squadron in the first helicopter, the first British regular unit to enter Afghanistan since 1880, and later made the headlines when they carried out the first foot patrol in Kabul.

In April 2002 the guns joined the BCs Tac Group in Afghanistan on what was now called 

Op Jacana, the UK’s contribution to operations against Al Qua’eda and their Taliban supporters.  To support clearance operations the Battery would set up gun positions up to 48 hours in advance, often with only small special force patrols for protection.  The positions were often at 10,000 feet and the OP s at 12,000, on operations lasting up to 16 days.  Despite Al Qua’eda refusing to accept combat, no other UK artillery unit, with the possible exception of 7 Para RHA, could have operated successfully in such an environment. 

Op TELIC 2003

I will conclude the presentation by describing the Battery’s most recent operational deployment, Op Telic, the Iraq War of 2003.  The Battery supported 40 RM Cdo Gp and I will cover its role in three particular operations: combined operations with US special forces to secure the oil installations on the Al Faw Peninsula, the destruction of an Iraqi counter attack against 40 Cdo on the Peninsula and Op James, the battle of Abu Al Khasib, a deliberate attack by 40 Cdo on an Iraqi position outside Basra.

As the Battery Commander I was responsible for the coordination, integration and delivery of offensive support, or combined fires, from air, aviation (helicopters), artillery, naval gunfire and mortars.  There was an awful lot of it, especially for the initial operation on the Al Faw Peninsula, which one particularly articulate Royal Marine company commander described as a battery commander’s wet dream.  As well as a variety of platforms providing fire, including my own eight 105 mm Light Guns, I also had the Battery’s Tac Group throughout the operation: my own three OP parties, a fire support team from 148 Bty, four fire control teams from the USMC 1 Air and Naval Gunfire Liaison Company (ANGLICO) and two Tactical Air Control Parties (Forward Air Control) (TACP(FAC)).  We coordinated these with the mortar fire controllers (mfcs) from 40 Cdo to optimise the combined effect of all available weapons systems.

However, in the same way as the allocation of weapons systems to support 40 Cdo varied depending on the anticipated requirement of the phase of the operation, so the number of forward observation teams varied.  Thus, when I found my Tac group almost doubling in size to nine OP parties, five fire control teams and two TACPs as well as the integral 40 Cdo mfcs, I knew we were in for a fairly busy time.

The raid on the Al Faw Peninsula

Iraq is the second largest oil producer in the world and our objective was the infrastructure that carried 87% of Iraq’s oil production to its offshore loading platforms in the North Arabian Gulf.

The strategic concern was that Saddam would blow these to create an environmental disaster in the Gulf and destroy any chance of a future Iraqi government after him from generating wealth to sustain the country.

Our area of interest was the Al Faw Peninsula, the south-east tip of Iraq with its only accessible coastline, which meant that the enemy was aware of the likelihood of amphibious landings in the area. The ground itself was pretty featureless.

The plan involved lead teams and follow on forces actually landing on the objectives, which would

maximise surprise and minimise the prospects of the oil heads being detonated.  US Navy SEALs

were to secure helicopter landing sites and critical nodes then 40 Cdo were to clear the remainder

of the objectives and secure them.  The initial assault was on the Manifold Metering Station

(MMS) which was the main objective for C Company, CO’s Tac HQ and the Manoeuvre Support 

Group (MSG).  The two pipeline support facilities at the point where the pipelines entered the Gulf

to go under the sea to the KAAOT (Kwhar Al Amaya Oil Terminal) and the ABOT (Al Basrah Oil 

Terminal) and were the primary objectives for B Company.

The enemy were aware of the value of these and had a Naval Coastal Defence Force battalion occupying the southern tip of the Peninsula, reinforced by two batteries of artillery and a battery of S60 air defence guns.  Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance units had helped us identify a number of targets but had not identified the three companies dug in immediately around the main objective, nor located the enemy mortars, of which more later.

Aware of the strategic importance of the mission, we had been allocated a significant amount of Offensive Support assets and during the course of the 40 Cdo operation on the Peninsula we used every weapons platform that we were allocated which indicated the intensity of the engagements.

The plan for Offensive Support was as follows.  Any aircraft from Op Southern Watch – the air overflights of south-east Iraq sanctioned after the 1991 Gulf War – that was illuminated by enemy radar would result these high priority air defence and C2 targets on the Peninsula being hit in return.  At H-24 hours 105 mm Light Guns and 155 mm AS90 from 3 RHA would occupy firing positions on Bubiyan Island which is just within the Kuwait border where they would prepare for a 90-minute fireplan to support landings by 42 Cdo to our flank after we had landed.  Surveillance of the Peninsula and objective would increase at H-5 hours using US and UK assets.  At H-20 minutes Iraqi communications frequencies would be jammed.  Between H-17 and H-7 specifc targets would be engaged by Joint Direct Attack Munitions (JDAMs) or GPS guide bombs.  A10s and C130 Spectre gunships from the Special Operations Flight would then be on station from H-7 to cover the HLSs and remain on station to provide close support to the contact battle once the SEALs and ourselves had landed.  Finally, once the first assault elements from 40 Cdo had landed the guns on Bubiyan Island would commence their 90-minute fire plan to prepare the 42 Cdo Area of Operations for their landings to our flanks.

ILLUSTRATION 5 – 105 mm Light Guns Buniyan Island

That was the fire plan.  Next came the manoeuvre.  SEALs would land to secure HLSs on the objectives and seize only the critical nodes.  The first waves of CH47 Chinooks, which were already in a holding pattern over Bubiyan Island to provide an immediate Airborne Reaction Force, would then be called forward to land the assault teams the clear the remainder of the objectives.  The remainder of the Commando would then be flown over the next seven hours to reinforce the locations against local counter attack.  42 Cdo would then insert to our north and west to protect us from larger enemy threats.

I boarded one of the CH47s at Tactical Assembly Area Viking at 1925 hrs 20 Mar 03 with elements of the CO’s Tac HQ, MSG and C Coy Gp as part of the first wave.  We were in chalks of about 40 men per aircraft and we had deliberately divided all the command teams up among the aircraft in case of losses.  As the Brigade Reconnaissance Force (BRF) experience proved when they lost elements of their command group in the CH46 crash, this is a necessary drill on all operations.  As I was to take command of the Commando initially if the CO did not reach the objective, I flew in a separate helicopter to him.  A, B and C Coys lifted from a desert assembly area, followed by D Coy from HMS Ocean.  We were able to monitor the US pilots conducting the JDAM strikes before we boarded the helicopters.  The men in my chalk were quiet and professional; the mood was businesslike.  Having circled Bubiyan Island six times in about 25 minutes we received the call forward and landed at 2005 hrs in enemy territory inside the main objective.  We moved quickly to our positions, linking up with the SEALs’ commander and set up our Tac HQ in a depression in the soft ground.  Above us we could hear the faint drone of the Spectre gunships circling us at 10,000 feet.  After about 30 minutes on the ground the first burst of enemy tracer arced towards the MSG positions on the perimeter to our north.  MSG responded with a violent, sustained burst of fire and I called in the first air strike on the enemy positions.  The gunships were now picking up two further enemy positions to our south and west and we also engaged these with 105 mm and 40 mm cannon and our two mortar sections.  In response, the enemy mortars opened up and about 25 rounds fell very close to the MSG positions.  As I called a Spectre forward to try and identify the baseplates, it came under fire from an Iraqi air defence position.  As it rolled away it was able to give me a good grid of the firing positions.  We called up a fire mission from a US 155 mm battery with rocket-assisted projectiles and soon afterwards we heard the crump of their impact.  The following day one of our patrols moved through their position and found a large number of craters and body parts among the abandoned guns.  Throughout this period support helicopters had continued to inload men and vehicles as our combat power built up.

ILLUSTRATION 6 – Manifold Metering Station

ILLUSTRATION 7 – 105 mm Light Guns & CH47

My guns arrived early the following day and as D Coy began to clear the enemy bunker positions, artillery and NGS from just off the coastline began to pound the enemy positions.   We used the precision effect of the TOW (anti-tank) missiles on the Lynx helicopters to take out specific buildings and bunkers.  As the clearance operation continued the effectiveness of our fire became apparent.

Iraqi Counter-attack

As we consolidated on our objective, the Scorpions (light armoured vehicles) of C Sqn Queens Dragoon Guards pushed north to set up a recce screen just south of Basra.  The Commando then began to clear north up the west bank of the Shatt-al-Arab waterway between Iraq and Iran.  As we approached Basra the enemy launched an armoured counter attack against us, relying on heavy armour to throw our lightly equipped Commandos off the Peninsula.  A, B and D Coys and 8 Bty were spread across a wide frontage in company positions.  At last light on 26 Mar intelligence began to detect increased signals traffic from the enemy, then the recce screen from the QDG picked up the lead armoured vehicles moving towards them.  We began to call for all available air support and US and UK aircraft heading north started to be diverted to assist us.  As aircraft began stacking over our battle area, the FACs with the QDG began calling in strike after strike against the tanks.  At the same time we began hitting them with heavy artillery from the AS90 guns with 7 Armd Bde to our west and both 7 and 8 Btys on the Peninsula itself.  The situation along the forward line own troops got quite tense as some of the tanks got to within 800 metres of the lightly armed recce vehicles and there was a spectacular hit by an F18 with two 500-pound bombs on a pipeline behind which two T55s were hull down.  As we slowed the enemy armoured column down, inflicting heavy casualties in the process, we were allocated a squadron of Challenger 2 tanks from the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards with 7 Armd Bde.  They conducted a night assault river crossing by an M3 pontoon bridge into our area and worked their way up the west side to a line of departure on the flank of the remaining enemy.  With our air and artillery supporting them, coordinated by HQ 40 Cdo, they launched their attack which destroyed fourteen T55s, sixteen other AFVs and five enemy positions in what was described later as the biggest British tank battle since the Second World War, which, it must be added, was coordinated by a Commando brigade and a Commando group HQ.

ILLUSTRATION 8 – 105 mm Guns

Attack on Abu-al-Khasib

Finally I come to Op James, the 40 Cdo deliberate attack on Abu al Khasib, a battalion sized enemy position defending the southern access route into Basra in a vegetation belt dotted with villages and a large urban area.  We initially harassed the enemy battalion position with artillery and mortar fire and raids on the flanks by the BRF.  At dawn the Challengers from the Scots DG assaulted along the enemy front supported by artillery to secure our west flank.  The three companies and the MSG then began their assault.  Almost immediately contacts with the enemy began to ripple all the way along the Commando front.  While the Challengers manoeuvred to provide intimate support to the troops, the MSG and D Coy found their leading elements in killing areas under heavy fire from well prepared and dug in enemy positions.  FOOs and mfcs moved forward under fire to identify the enemy position in the dense vegetation and began to call in Danger Close fire missions; in several instances rounds hit enemy positions less than 200 metres from the observers’ positions.  As RPGs destroyed the lead Pinzgauers (light lorries), the Marines broke contact out of the killing areas, supported by artillery and mortar fire, regrouped and began to systematically clear the enemy positions.  Many of the enemy, including a large number of Fedayeen fighters from Syria and the Lebanon fought and died where they stood. Resistance was robust enough for the Brigade Commander to commit the Brigade reserve from 42 Cdo to reinforce 40 Cdo during the attack.  Companies worked steadily toward their objectives, using artillery and mortars in close conjunction with their observers and mfcs to suppress the enemy as they closed to grenade range and cleared the positions.  As the enemy began to try to escape north over the waterway, recce troop guided aviation parols and mortar fire on to the boats to destroy them.  The Challengers with the MSG destroyed further Iraqi armour trying to reinforce the enemy positions.  After sixteen hours of assault, the Commando Group went firm in hasty defensive positions overnight prior to continuing mopping up the following day.  At the end of that first day, 8 Bty had fired almost 1000 rounds of HE and 7 Bty, also supporting 40 Cdo, had fired 750.  The Marines had fired at least 137,000 rounds of small arms ammunition.  At first light the following morning, as D Coy began to clear their area, a particularly difficult enemy position received a direct hit from a Harrier aircraft which also hit a BPM on its second pass.  Over the following few nights a series of Recce Tp aggressive fighting patrols, again incorporating artillery and mortars, killed at least a further sixteen enemy who were attempting to infiltrate back into the area in an excellent example of integration of ISTAR assets: detected by an FOO, directed by Arthur (Weapon Locating Radar) and adjusted by Phoenix (Unmanned Air Vehicle).  At the same time the Battery scored a spectacular direct hit on a boat attempting to escape from a mortar base plate position with a load of ammunition.

By the end of the fighting 8 Cdo Bty had fired more rounds than any other battery in 1 (UK) Armd Div except F Bty, 7 RHA, the majority in close support of the Commandoes.  And we had employed every weapon platform we had been allocated against the enemy.  More importantly we had fought as part of 40 Cdo Gp in every action to which the Commando had been committed.

That brings the story of 8 Bty right up to date and concludes my presentation on the history of the Battery over the last 250 years.

The Chairman thanked the Battery Commander for an excellent lecture on the History of 8 Battery.  He remarked that he had not heard a Battery history that exemplified so clearly just what Ubique meant for the Royal Artillery.  He then invited members to ask questions.

Questions

Maj Schuster-Bruce:     Which Regiments was the Battery part of during the Second World War and afterwards?

Speaker:   25 Regiment in the Second World War, which became 29 Regiment in 1947; they are the same Regiment.

Col Philips:   What is the link between 59 Bty and 8 Bty.

Speaker:   As 25 and 12 Btys they were both in 25 Fd Regt at the Battle of Asten.

Mr Bodin:   I would like to thank the Speaker for his very informative talk and ask what his views are on the latest upsurge of violence in the Middle East.

Speaker:   It is probably inspired by Al Qua’eda as much of what is captured show foreign support for Saddam.  However, the American are not helped by their method of prosecution against Moqtada al Sadr.

Lt Col Cracknell:   It might also coincide with the change over of 20 and 1 Brigades.

Mr Bodin:   Congratulations.  Given the Battery’s experience around the world and on the battlefield with their gun, does it have any problems?

Speaker:   The Light Gun is excellent.  It is robust, simple and basic, and wherever it is deployed OOA, in Norway (–28oC) to the Gulf, the jungle or the South Atlantic it works.  The new Advanced Pointing System (APS) gives it even greater accuracy, although it means that Battery Survey has sadly gone.  The Battery used straight line gun positions mostly because the roads were the only firm platforms.  APS meant there was no need for check bearing.  The gun is likely to be in service till 2025, at least with 7 RHA.  Enhance it by all means, but don’t change it.

WO2 Kelly:   Is there any reason why 8 Bty supported 2 PARA in Falklands rather than 4 Regt?

Lt Col Goodfellow:  2 Para were part of 3 Cdo Bde at that time; 5 Bde, with 4 Regt, had not yet arrived.

Capt Bynoe:   Was Alma a Battle Honour like Gibraltar, etc.

Speaker:  Not as far as I know.

Mr Brigstock:   What guns did the battery have at the time of mechanisation?

Speaker:   I’m not sure, probably 18-pounders.

Brig Timbers:   I note the story of Black Alma and the Black Battery.  There is also a story about the Battery having black horses, but suspect that it is just that – a story.

Col Jammes:   The St Georges Medal awarded to Dvr Joslin was a complimentary award given by the Tsar – I’m afraid it came up with the rations.

The Chairman concluded the Meeting by thanking Maj Baker for the presentation which he considered a tour de force.  8 Battery’s history was a real gallop around the world, covering every continent, from Africa and Sierra Leone to America and the War of Independence and the Caribbean.  He did not think they had been to New Zealand but that was the only omission.  It was entirely fitting to hear the story of the Battery in the 150th Anniversary Year of the Battle that gave them their Honour Title, but the description of the recent operations in Iraq not only brought the story right up to date but was also full of interest and better than the newspapers; it had made for a splendid Meeting.

With that the Society went to the RA Mess for lunch, followed by the AGM.

ILLUSTRATION 9 – Lunch RA Mess

For the record, the titles of the Battery have been:

1755
R Maitland’s Company

1762
C Torriano’s Company

1764
J Phillips’s Company

1766
J Innes’s Company

1779
J Sowerby’s Company

1780
T Johnson’s Company

1781
J Dunbar’s Company

1783
C Smith’s Company

1790
F Whitworth’s Company

1798
J Sheldrake’s Company

1803
L H Newton’s Company

1804
A Campbell’s Company

1819
J Briscoe’s Company

1825 A M Maxwell’s Company

1825 No 1 Company, 3rd Battalion RA

1854 Manned the equipment of E Field Battery RA in the Crimea

1859 No 1 Battery, 4 Brigade RA

1861
A Battery, 4 Brigade RA

1877
A Battery, 2 Brigade RA

1889
12 Field Battery RA

1899
12 Battery RFA

1924
12 Field Battery RA

1940 12/25 Field Battery RA

1941 12 Field Battery RA

1947
8 Field Battery RA

1951
8 (Asten) Field Battery RA

1954
8 (Alma) Field Battery RA

1961
8 (Alma) Battery RA

1962
8 (Alma) Commando Battery RA

1963
8 (Alma) Commando Light Battery RA

1976 8 (Alma) Commando Battery RA
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